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  To Tom, Rebecca, Andrew, and Mom,




  and in memory of my dad, Burton E. Lipman






  —J.L.








  

    To Ed, who will always remember,


  




  and to Nick, Greg, and Laura,




  so you will never forget






  —M.K.
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      Some people come into our lives, leave footprints on our hearts, and we are never the same.




      

        —FRANZ PETER SCHUBERT
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  FOREWORD




  Everybody has that one teacher who changes his or her life forever. And it seemed like we heard from all of them after Joanne wrote about Jerry Kupchynsky, the toughest teacher

  in the world, in the New York Times.




  Even before the print newspaper landed on people’s doorsteps, e-mail messages began pouring in from readers reminiscing about the English professor, the soccer coach, the bandleader who

  pushed them beyond their limits. They spoke of that one person in their childhood who forced them to achieve more than seemed possible, whom they cussed and whined about back then—and whom

  they wished, more than anything, they could thank now. They lovingly described the tyrant who once put them through living hell.




  “My wife and I choked up over breakfast this morning. It got me thinking about every teacher, coach, even parents of friends, who connected with me when I was growing up,” wrote a

  Boston lawyer. “It’s funny how the ones who were the biggest pains at the time are the ones I recall most vividly all these decades later.”




  For an elderly retiree, Mr. K’s story evoked “a journalism professor I had at Iowa and Kansas.” For a prominent attorney, it was “my tough-as-nails soccer coach at

  Stanford.” For a New York woman it was her son’s ninety-seven-year-old cello teacher, who “often brings Eli to tears, but no one inspires him more.” As a New Jersey woman

  who sent the piece to all three of her college-age children wrote, “They may not have realized it yet, but we are all influenced and touched by some teacher in our lives.”




  The outpouring following the Times piece surprised us both. And then it hit us: Everybody needs a Mr. K. Especially today—when it isn’t just kids but grown-ups who have been

  raised on a steady diet of praise and trophies—a little toughness goes an awfully long way. Those who have endured a Mr. K of their own can handle just about anything. They’re tougher,

  more resilient; they laugh just a little bit more. If ever there was a living, breathing, yelling embodiment of the old adage, “Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” that

  would be Mr. K.




  And this was the impetus behind our journey to write Strings Attached. We feel uniquely privileged to be able to tell Mr. K’s story. We grew up together. Melanie, Mr. K’s

  daughter, was a child violinist who began performing at the age of four; Joanne was a violist whom Mr. K plucked out of the beginner class and groomed to be a worthy enough musician to play with

  his own daughters. We spent much of our childhood performing together in a quartet that also included Melanie’s younger sister, Stephanie.




  As musicians who rehearsed together constantly, we learned to play in sync, to read each other’s nuances and body language, and to trade melodies seamlessly from one to the other and back

  again. We went our separate ways after high school. Melanie became a violinist with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, while Joanne became a journalist and magazine editor in chief. But we were

  reunited more than two decades later at Mr. K’s memorial concert, and found ourselves right back in sync, right back in that familiar rhythm—not just on the concert stage, but long

  afterward, in our very distinct reminiscences about Melanie’s father. This book is, in effect, a duet.




  If Mr. K wasn’t a real-life character, somebody would have had to invent him. A Ukrainian-born taskmaster, he yelled and stomped and screamed. But he also pushed us to

  dream bigger and to achieve more than we ever imagined. What’s remarkable is that he did all this while enduring a life of almost unimaginable tragedy.




  His is an unforgettable story about the power of a great teacher, but also about resilience, excellence, and tough love. Mr. K’s subject, of course, was music. But the lessons he taught

  his students are universal.




  It’s hard to imagine a Mr. K in today’s world. Parents would be outraged; administrators would be pressured to fire him. Yet he was remarkably effective. His methods raise the big

  issues we grapple with now ourselves, as parents. Are we too soft on our kids? How do we best balance discipline with praise? How hard do we really want our kids’ teachers to push them? And

  if our kids do complain, how do we know when—or if—to interfere?




  The latest research on kids and motivation, it turns out, comes down in Mr. K’s corner. Recent studies have turned conventional wisdom on its head, concluding that overpraising kids makes

  them less confident and less motivated. Psychologist Carol Dweck, for instance, found that fifth graders praised for being “smart” became less confident, while those

  told they were “hard workers” became more confident and performed better.




  Similar findings have transformed our understanding of business success. In his 2008 book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell popularized the notion that true expertise requires 10,000 hours of

  practice. He cited examples—Microsoft founder Bill Gates, for one—and credited the work of the Swedish psychologist K. Anders Ericsson. Perhaps it shouldn’t be surprising that

  Ericsson’s initial work was based on a study he did not of executives—but of violinists.




  Ericsson expanded his research to the business world with a 2007 Harvard Business Review article, “The Making of an Expert.” He and his coauthors identified three key steps

  that all experts take, including those 10,000 hours as well as deliberate practice with a teacher. Perhaps most significant was the third step:




  

    

      The development of expertise requires coaches who are capable of giving constructive, even painful, feedback. Real experts . . . deliberately picked unsentimental coaches

      who would challenge them and drive them to higher levels of performance.


    


  




  In other words, real experts don’t want soft teachers: They want tough ones. Unsentimental ones. Ones who give them “painful” feedback.




  We couldn’t imagine a more accurate description of Mr. K.




  That research helped us to answer a key question: What was it that made Mr. K so effective? But, as we were writing, a business executive asked us what turned out to be an even more important

  question: What did Mr. K do that made his students effective?




  “Any kid can be pushed to excel,” said the executive, the CEO of a big U.S. company. “What I want to know is, what happens when the teacher isn’t there any longer to push

  them?”




  Too often, he said, he hired applicants with sterling résumés who turned out to be poor performers. They were incapable of taking initiative on their own. How, he wanted to know,

  do you raise kids to be self-starters?




  The CEO got it right, we realized. That was the key to Mr. K’s success. It wasn’t about what happened in his classroom. It’s what happened once his students left the

  classroom. Whether his students became musicians or doctors or lawyers, they shared one trait in common: They pushed themselves. They didn’t need anybody else to do it for them. It dawned on

  us that perhaps it was no mistake that one of Mr. K’s most frequent admonitions was “Discipline yourself !” His students, whether consciously or not, took him at his

  word. “Discipline. Self-confidence. Resilience. These are lifelong lessons,” as one of his old students told us. “Whether we stuck with the music or not, it stuck with

  us.”




  Mr. K was without a doubt the toughest teacher we ever met. But his legacy is proof that one person can make all the difference. And that legacy endures. Its power was clear

  when, after his death, forty years’ worth of former students flew in from every corner of the country, old instruments in tow. They were inspired to take leave of their busy lives because

  they never forgot the lessons he taught them. And they were determined to thank him in the best way they knew how: by playing one last concert together, this time for Mr. K. The outpouring of

  emotion—from students, colleagues, and those who read about his story afterward—made us understand how universal is the appeal of that tough teacher who can set us straight on what

  matters in life. Mr. K may be gone, but with Strings Attached, we hope his lessons will live on.




  

    

      —JOANNE LIPMAN




      New York City


    




    

      —MELANIE KUPCHYNSKY




      Chicago


    


  




  





  Prologue




  MELANIE




  JUNE 1991




  We are walking hand in hand through a beautiful, sun-drenched meadow. In the distance, a line of shady trees marks the edge of a forest. As we

  approach a small hill, she lets go of my hand and climbs ahead. Seconds later, I reach the top, but she has disappeared. At first I think she has slipped into the forest, but she is nowhere to be

  seen. I look and look, and call her name, but she is simply gone.




  When I wake up I am trembling, drowning in the deepest sadness I have ever known. In the early summer dawn, I can see the shadows of boxes littering the bedroom floor, awaiting the movers who

  will take them to our new house just outside of Chicago. I grab my sleeping husband and shake him awake.




  “Ed! Ed!” I half-sob, half-whisper. “I dreamed I lost my sister.”




  

    JOANNE


  




  AUGUST 1991




  The phone rang while I was on deadline. I grabbed it without looking up from my keyboard. I didn’t have time for interruptions. My daily

  column was going to be late—again. But at least I had a scoop to show for it, if I could only finish the damn thing without distractions. Around me were the familiar sounds of the

  newsroom—Kevin in the cubicle next to mine, on the phone with a source: “You better not be fucking with me. It’s going in the paper tomorrow.” Our boss, Laura, tapping a

  stiletto heel and yelling for copy, where the hell is everybody’s copy? Dennis, complaining loudly about the editor recently promoted from our bullpen of reporters:

  “Didn’t take him long to become an asshole!”




  The phone cord knocked a pile of magazines onto the floor. My desk was a disaster, a firetrap of newspapers, discarded drafts of articles, photos of my infant daughter, dead flowers still in the

  vase, scrawled reminders for the babysitter. It was barely controlled, comfortable chaos, just the way I liked it. Unless this caller had something I could use for tomorrow’s paper, this

  would be a very short conversation.




  “It’s Jerr . . . ,” the caller began, tentatively.




  “Yes?” I was ready to slam the phone down.




  Pause. “It’s your Mr. K.”




  I froze.




  I turned away from the keyboard. Mr. K? I hadn’t seen my childhood music teacher, Jerry Kupchynsky, in a decade, maybe longer. Once, he had been the most towering figure in my

  life, other than my parents. His voice, a booming, yelling voice with a thick Ukrainian accent that never mellowed, was embedded in my brain. I could still hear him from all those years

  ago: “Playing sounds like cheeken plocking! Wrist back! Elbow out! Again!”




  But that was a long time ago. Now I was a columnist for the Wall Street Journal and lived with my husband and my new baby and a live-in nanny in a Manhattan apartment. I was on a

  first-name basis with chief executives and politicians and billionaires. I hadn’t thought about my old music teacher back in New Jersey, much less picked up my viola, in years. Yet here I

  was, suddenly feeling like I was twelve years old again. “Your Mr. K” realized it even before I did: he would always be Mr. K, never plain “Jerry,” to me.




  This wasn’t a social call. “Stephanie is missing,” he said, his words spilling out quickly. Stephanie, the younger of his two daughters, was, like him, a violin teacher. She

  had just moved to a new job in upstate New York, he was telling me. When she didn’t show up for lessons a few weeks back, the police searched her apartment. Her groceries were still on the

  floor, waiting to be put away. But she was nowhere to be found. No note, no sign of struggle . . . and no trace of where she went. It was as if she just disappeared.




  She is simply gone, Mr. K told me. I lost her.




  I had grown up with Mr. K’s daughters. The older one, Melanie, was my age. Named for the saintly sidekick to Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, she was just about as

  perfect: a violin prodigy, brilliant student, conservatory graduate, violinist with the Chicago Symphony. Stephanie, just a few years behind us, was the fun one: a gifted violinist with a

  mischievous streak, the kind of girl who laughed good-naturedly when she hit a wrong note and who listened to Pink Floyd when her father thought she was practicing Mozart.




  And now she was missing.




  Could I possibly help get media coverage of her case? Mr. K was asking. Perhaps if others heard about her disappearance, some stranger out there might provide some clues. Maybe she had fallen

  and hit her head and gotten amnesia, he said. If her story made the news, surely someone would recognize her. Maybe she needed a break and wanted to clear her head alone, away from the phone, for a

  few days, he said. His voice was pleading.




  I forgot about the deadline. And the column. I pulled Kevin in from the next cubicle—he covered the television business and had almost every TV news producer in town on speed dial.




  It was unfathomable that fun-loving Stephanie would simply disappear. Mr. K knew that better than anyone. With a new daughter at home myself, I couldn’t even begin to ponder the horror of

  simply . . . losing a child. It was too awful to contemplate. Nor could I reconcile this vulnerable, frightened old man on the phone with the invincible, intimidating figure from my childhood.




  But I knew what I could do. For the first time in my life, I was the one giving instructions to my old teacher. “Tell me everything, from the start,” I commanded him,

  flipping open a fresh reporter’s notebook. “Tell me your story.”




  





  PART I




  

    

      To play without passion is inexcusable!




      

        —LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN


      


    


  




  





  1




  The Debut




  JOANNE




  The meanest man I ever met came into my life when I was five years old. I first saw him from behind. Shoulders hunched, he was flailing his arms

  wildly, straining the seams of his black suit jacket so ferociously that I feared it might rip right apart. He looked like the villains I had seen in my big sisters’ comic books: any moment

  now he would burst out of his civilized shell, shredding the clothes that restrained him, and terrorize the high school auditorium.




  I shrank into my seat, squirming in my hand-me-down party dress and the ugly Mary Janes that pinched my toes. My feet didn’t quite touch the concrete floor beneath the fold-down seats.

  Next to me, my mother shot me a look that silently commanded: “Be still!”




  Onstage, the terrifying man still had his back turned to us. He was gesticulating even more maniacally now, looking as if he might careen right off the raised wooden platform where he loomed,

  impossibly large and menacing. One hand had a death grip on a pointy stick that he waved frantically to and fro. I could swear I could hear him grunting. In front of him sat several dozen

  kids—big kids, these were, at least nine or ten years old—each fumbling with a musical instrument and each looking up at him in abject horror. One of them was my big sister.




  He was conducting the East Brunswick Beginner String Orchestra.




  They were playing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”




  The man’s arms waved faster and more wildly, as if he were straining to extract each note by brute force. Then he made one last furious swing with his pointy stick and the

  orchestra—almost in unison, save a few stragglers—struck the last chord. As they did, he stretched out his arms and held them wide. The music stopped. The kids froze. Their instruments

  remained motionless in the air, their bows still poised on the strings, their eyes unblinking as they looked fearfully toward the man.




  The auditorium erupted into applause. The scary man slowly lowered his arms and turned around. I winced. His face was fierce, even more frightening than I had imagined. He had narrow black eyes

  and a thin mustache perched over an unsmiling mouth that seemed cast in plaster into a rigid, straight line. Though my big sister was now standing with the rest of the orchestra, proudly clutching

  the neck of her rented three-quarter-size violin, I paid no attention to her. I couldn’t look away from that fearsome, mesmerizing presence.




  And then it happened. It was just a flicker, and it disappeared in an instant.




  But years later I remember that moment: as the applause swelled, a glimmer of a smile, with the faintest hint of mischief, passed over Jerry Kupchynsky’s face.




  A man like Jerry Kupchynsky had no business being in a place like East Brunswick, New Jersey. It was one of those featureless suburbs that sprouted out of dairy pastures and

  chicken farms, a muddy expanse of new developments with streets named “Tall Oaks” and “Evergreen,” after the trees that had been plowed into oblivion to make way for

  cookie-cutter houses with new-sod lawns. The town’s local highway—home to the International House of Pancakes and the drive-in McDonald’s boasting Over 1 Billion

  Served—roared with the sound of teenagers gunning their Mustangs and Camaros. There was no real center of town in East Brunswick, no quaint shop-lined streets. The height of local culture was

  the drive-in movie theater.




  Some families, the leftover farm families, had been there for years. But most had moved in more recently, like my parents, who bought our brand-new house because it was near my dad’s first

  job. Their college friends back in Queens had laughed at them for settling in “the sticks,” and it’s true that when you stood in our front yard, you could hear the gunshots from

  the cattle slaughterhouse down the road. But my parents didn’t mind. The neighborhood was new, the families were young. Like my dad, the other men in our neighborhood were up before the sun,

  commuting to bigger towns or taking the bus to New York City. The kids—three or more to each family—spilled out into the streets, roller-skating or playing curbside basketball when the

  weather was good, huddling at the corner school bus stop when it wasn’t.




  East Brunswick barely had a music program back when the foreign teacher with the impenetrable accent and the funny last name came to town. The school board had figured he could whip up a

  marching band to cheer on the football team or maybe pull together a glee club. Instead, he ordered up storerooms full of violins, violas, and cellos and began drilling his students on the finer

  points of Mozart and Bach. By the time my big sister started the violin a decade later, his program was giving lessons to five hundred kids.




  Mr. K ruled with an iron will at East Brunswick High School, an inelegant complex of low-slung brick buildings situated atop a hill, with a steep driveway and a sloping lawn perfect for sledding

  down on cafeteria trays in the winter. There, in the cavernous practice room, where the dust of violin rosin was so thick you could see it swirling in the sunlight slanting through the grimy

  windows, his voice would echo clear into the disinfectant-scented corridors. He was so loud that the football players running laps around the outside of the building would catch snippets of his

  shouted commands every time they passed.




  “Who eez deaf in first violins?” you’d hear him yell.




  If you peeked through the door into the rehearsal room, you’d see him putting the orchestra through its paces at almost any time of day. Standing atop his little box, waving his big stick

  wildly, he’d lurch forward like he was set to grab the kids, his tie flying, his sleeves pushed up past his elbows, his mouth wide open, spit flying right into the students’ faces. When

  somebody played a wrong note, he’d stop the whole lot of them, glare at everyone in turn, and snarl, “Who eez slob who play wrong note?”




  The kids weren’t even sure what he wanted half the time, what with the Boris Badenov cartoon-villain accent that made him sound like he was plotting to foil Rocky and Bullwinkle.

  “Cellos sound like hippopotamus rising from mud at bottom of reever!” he screamed at the players fumbling in the back of the section when they drowned out the better players in

  the front. Backstage, he yelled at the students waiting to go on for acting like mahnyiaks. After much consternation and speculation—was a mahnyiak some kind of strange

  Ukrainian marsupial?—one of the violinists finally screwed up her courage to step forward and ask him.




  “Idyot!” he replied. “Everybody knows what mahnyiak eez. A crazy person. M-a-n-i-a-c. MAHNYIAK!”




  Every spring, he corralled all the kids into a big concert, attended faithfully by the families that liked to think themselves the more cultured residents of town. The performance began with the

  beginner orchestra and culminated in a performance by his showcase high school orchestra.




  That’s why we were here, with me squirming in my seat as my parents proudly watched my sister Michele take her place in the second violins. To my great annoyance, Michele, the oldest of

  the three Lipman girls, was pretty and smart and so impeccably behaved that she charmed every grown-up we knew. Of course, the adults weren’t there to see when she picked me up by the armpits

  and dangled me over the upstairs banister, teasing and threatening to throw me down the stairs.




  But that day, up onstage, Michele was the one who looked terrorized. She was peering at Mr. K through frightened saucer eyes. It seemed as if she weren’t breathing. I knew she sometimes

  came home from orchestra rehearsals in tears, and that she dreaded that the conductor might pick on her. I knew she was even more of a perfectionist than usual when it came to practicing her

  violin. I finally understood why.




  Not far from Michele onstage sat a tiny girl no bigger than me. She was wearing a pretty pinafore with a big bow in her short red hair, and holding the smallest violin I had ever seen. It looked

  like a toy. Her legs didn’t reach the floor. The “Twinkle” triumph finished, Mr. K was now waving her over to the front of the stage. She hopped off her chair and walked toward

  him. Remarkably, she didn’t seem afraid. As he helped her climb up onto the podium, I could see she was smiling right at him.




  The year before, my parents had taken us all the way to Philadelphia to see The Sound of Music. The movie was long and we were wearing our most uncomfortable fancy dresses, but the

  three of us—aged three, six, and eight—loved it so much we sat through it twice in a row. Now, up on the podium, the tiny girl with the tinier violin began to play. And out from her

  hands came a remarkable sound: the strains of “Edelweiss.”




  As the audience murmured in astonishment, my mother leaned down to whisper in my ear. “That girl is just about your age,” she said. “Her name is Melanie. She’s Mr.

  K’s daughter.”




  MELANIE




  “Melanie! Time to play violin! Let’s go!”




  I can hear my dad yelling. Looking back to the very beginning, to when I first learned “Edelweiss” and my family was still whole, that is what I remember. He is downstairs in his

  basement studio, calling for me to start my lesson. I am upstairs on the floor of my bedroom, playing with my Barbie dolls. My dad has been teaching me the violin for a few months now, since I

  turned four years old, though he disguises my lessons as a game we play together in his studio every night after dinner.




  I never used to be allowed in his studio, with its teetering stacks of music, jumble of stereo equipment, and string instruments and cases of every size, spilling out across the couch and floor.

  But now every night I enter the inner sanctum, just like the big kids who parade through our house every weeknight from six until ten P.M., bumping up and down the stairs and scratching the walls

  with their cases as the strains of Vivaldi and Mozart fill the air. I like playing the violin, but I love getting to spend time with my dad and having his attention all to myself.




  “Eez time for windshield wiper game,” he says, positioning my right hand on the violin bow. “Pinky curved on top. Now sweep the bow back and forth een the air, like windshield

  wiper. Here we go, one, two, one, two, back and forth, back and forth.”




  “My pinky hurts, Daddy!”




  “Just a few more, back and forth, back and forth . . . Eet weel make your pinky stronger! Keep going! Keep going! Okay . . . There, you’re done. Good girl!”




  The pain is worth it. I live for those last two words.




  “Melanie!” Daddy is calling again, impatient for my lesson to begin. I can still hear him, all these years later, his words echoing from the basement while my Barbie dolls

  stare up at me from the pink carpet. He’s anxious because we are preparing for my first solo performance, when I will play “Edelweiss,” my favorite song, at the annual spring

  concert. He says it that way—“first”—as if there will, of course, be many more. My mother has arranged the music herself, penciling the notes on manuscript paper and

  composing a piano part, too, so that she can accompany me on the stage. Sometimes my mom and I practice together, with me on my one-quarter-size violin that we nicknamed Violet, and she on her

  beloved big black grand piano that seems to swallow up the whole living room.




  Carefully, I put my Barbie dolls in their place on my bookshelf and slide the little black violin case from under the bed. I flip open the latches, gently grasp Violet by the neck, and unhitch

  the bow from its felt-lined clasp. That’s when I hear the thud. And then crying. Feet come pounding up the stairs, and at first I think that Daddy is mad at me for not coming right away when

  he called me. His favorite expression is “When I say jump, on the way up ask how high!” But the feet stop at the end of the hallway, at my parents’ bedroom.




  Now I can hear my mother sobbing and my father trying to calm her down. His voice sounds different than usual. My father never talks like other kids’ dads. He’s loud, has a thick

  Ukrainian accent, and gives orders that make me, my mom, and my little sister, Stephanie, snap to attention. People always turn to stare when they hear him, which I figure is because he is

  important, though Mom says it’s just because they can’t understand a word he is saying. But now, his voice sounds . . . shaky. I have never heard him like this before. I creep down the

  darkened hallway, my feet soundless on the thick brown carpeting, and stop outside their door. It is open a crack, and I peer inside.




  At first I can’t understand what I’m seeing. There is a shoe, an elegant high-heeled pump, lying on its side on the floor. And a pair of legs crumpled nearby. One foot is still

  wearing the other shoe.




  Mommy and Daddy fight a lot about how much money my mother spends on her wardrobe. Her closets are filled to bursting with brightly colored dresses, funny-shaped boxes holding hats that have

  little nets and veils hanging from them, and stacks and stacks of shoes. Sometimes she lets me play dress-up and I wobble around the room on something called a Cuban heel, which has an exotically

  curved heel set almost in the center of the sole. Lord only knows how anyone can walk on those things.




  She loves costume jewelry, too. She says it is important to always look nice, which is a corollary to her other rule: “Always be a lady!” Before I was born, when she was a school

  music teacher, she prided herself on never letting her class see her wear the same thing twice. And she made sure to shop for dresses with interesting backs. When she conducted her chorus, she

  always said, the audience deserved to have something nice to look at other than her behind. Daddy never stops fretting and fuming about how much she spends, so usually I close my bedroom door and

  pull out my Barbie dolls when the screaming and door slamming start.




  But now I am puzzled. Why isn’t my mother getting up? Is she hurt? Daddy can fix anything. Why isn’t he fixing this? Something is wrong, but I’m not brave enough to push open

  the door to find out what.




  Later, I will learn that this wasn’t her first fall. When she was pregnant with my little sister, Stephanie, she lost her balance as she and Daddy were leaving the house and tumbled down

  the four concrete steps to our driveway. My father rushed to her side and scooped her up in his arms, cursing and berating her for being a clumsy fool. It was only after they were both safely in

  the car that my mother noticed his hands shaking uncontrollably as he attempted to put the key in the ignition, while tears ran down his cheeks. Daddy has never been a crier. But he is a man of

  strong emotions—quick to anger, fiercely protective. And he must have known then that for all his cussing and yelling, this was no ordinary fall. It would be a long time before he admitted

  it, but something was deeply wrong.




  But on that day, the day I hear the thud while waiting to practice with my dad for my first solo performance, I know none of that. As I stand on the worn brown carpet peeking through the crack

  in my parents’ bedroom door and hear my mother sobbing while Daddy tries in vain to comfort her, all I can see are my mother’s legs, one shoe still on and the other lying on the floor

  nearby. My mother will never walk on her own again.




  

    



    [image: ]


  




  Getting ready for her solo debut, five-year-old Melanie and her father practice “Edelweiss” together. “At first I was worried about starting her,” Mr. K

  says in the article, but “almost before I knew it—certainly before she could read words—she was reading music.”
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  The Rehearsal




  JOANNE




  My parents had a firm rule: Teacher is always right. If your teacher tells you to jump off a cliff, that’s what you do.




  Once, in kindergarten at Memorial Elementary School over on Innes Road, my teacher sent me to the corner of the cloakroom for talking out of turn during story time. “Don’t come out

  until I tell you,” she said, and then promptly forgot about me. You couldn’t blame her. I was abundantly forgettable: quiet and shy and perpetually drifting through life in a fog. So I

  sat silently in the little wooden chair pushed up against the hospital-blue-painted coat cubbies. I stared at the Lost in Space lunch boxes and Bonanza Thermoses tucked inside the

  cubbies, wondering how long my sentence would last, even as the fire bell started clanging and everybody in class pushed back their chairs with a clatter and—single file,

  everyone!—lined up to leave. The teacher turned out the lights as she shut the door behind her.




  I waited for the teacher to come back to fetch me. She didn’t.




  I could hear all the other classes emptying out. Footsteps hurried down the hall. The kids were whispering to one another as they filed out quickly through the fire doors into the parking lot.

  Their voices floated back to my darkened corner of the cloakroom, hanging in the air around me. Then the corridors were empty. I heard the heavy fire doors swing closed, the loud click of the latch

  echoing through the abandoned halls. The classroom was silent. I stayed in my seat.




  This must be the punishment for speaking without raising my hand, I thought. Death by fire.




  I sat still, imagining my fate in gory detail. Was the fire outside the door yet? When would I see the flames? What would it feel like? I strained to listen for fire engines, but none came.

  I guess this is how it will all end. I was prepared to accept the consequences: Teacher clearly knew what she was doing. So I was puzzled and more than a little surprised when the students

  started to file back in. Not as surprised, however, as the teacher was when she found me, still cowering in my chair. It was only afterward that I learned that there was such a thing as a fire

  drill.




  The teacher apologized to my parents, but they didn’t pass the apology along to me. They didn’t see any need to. It didn’t matter to them that I actually believed I was going

  to die. You don’t question a teacher. You just follow orders.




  Maybe that explains why my parents didn’t seem nearly so scared of Mr. K as I was. After my first sight of him at my big sister’s concert, I did everything I could to steer clear of

  him. When I tagged along with my mom for orchestra carpool duty, I hid in back of her, poking my head out from behind her waist when I thought nobody was looking.




  It was hard to avoid Mr. K if you were anywhere in his vicinity. For starters, he must have been the biggest man you ever saw—and the loudest. He didn’t walk like normal people,

  either. He stomped.




  He stomped onto the stage, every step sounding like an angry ballerina slamming the floor with wooden pointe shoes. He stomped off the stage, so loud you could still hear him when he disappeared

  into the wings. He stomped up the steps to rehearsals, pounding his feet so that the whole staircase shook. The clamor of his stomping matched the volume of his voice, which apparently was

  permanently stuck on HOLLER.




  “Orchestra eez not democracy,” he would yell. “Eez benign dictatorship.”




  I watched from the back of the rehearsal room one afternoon as he stomped up on the box in front of the orchestra, then down again. The box was called a podium, my mother told me. It

  was made of scuffed, worn-out tan wood. It was hollow on the inside, so when he clomped up on it, it made a great, echoing wallop of a sound that boomed like a firecracker and bounced off all the

  walls of the big room and made everybody sit up like they’d just been smacked.




  With his black suit jacket off and the tendons in his neck bulging from the top of his collar, he stomped up on that podium, and all the kids snapped to attention, with violins propped on

  kneecaps. When he clomped off, they scrambled to tuck their instruments back under the crooks of their arms. On he stomped, then off again. The kids would whip their instruments up, then down, then

  up, then down. All the while, he yelled.




  “Snap to attention!” He stomped on the podium.




  The kids bolted up straight in their seats, instruments propped up on their knees.




  “Rest!” He stomped down, and the kids scrambled to get the instruments under an arm again.




  “Attention!” He clomped up again.




  “Rest!” Down he went.




  “Attention!” Up again.




  “Rest!” Down once more.




  “Again!” Up he went.




  “Fiddles up!” Standing on the podium, he held his arms up high.




  The kids whipped those instruments up to their chins, bows on strings, trying not to move or make a sound, as if they were playing a giant game of “Mother, May I?”




  “Fiddles down!” He lowered his arms. Instruments came flying down onto laps, tucked under arms.




  “Fiddles up!” More scrambling.




  “Fiddles down!”




  Mr. K’s booming voice bounced off the walls and made the panes of glass in the doorway shake. Why he had to bellow like that was a mystery to me, because other than his stomping and his

  screaming, the room was absolutely silent. The kids were far too terrified to speak.




  “Oh. My. God.”




  Apparently, somebody had messed up.




  Mr. K let his arms drop and slowly shook his head from side to side. “You are most un-DEEZ-eeplined group I haf ever seen.”




  Later, when we sat down for dinner, my sister Michele was still smarting. “Why does he have to be so nasty?” she said to no one in particular. My mom was clearing

  away our appetizer of canned fruit cocktail. She set out the main course of flank steak with Hawaiian Medley frozen vegetables, which Michele promptly sneaked under the table to our dog, Skippy,

  the family mutt who was the color of peanut butter. All of us kids secretly fed our vegetables to Skippy: the frozen peas with little squares of carrots, the canned corn, the dreaded brussels

  sprouts. Skippy must have been the healthiest dog in all of New Jersey.




  Michele had never met anybody like Mr. K. Our own parents didn’t often scream, or stomp, or call us names. Ours were sensible parents, the kind who carpooled in a faux-wood-paneled station

  wagon, and who played bridge with their friends on Saturday nights, and who didn’t believe in spanking children. My dad’s harshest threat when I misbehaved was to tease,

  “I’m going to put ice cream in your face!” One time he actually did it, though he stopped when I broke out in great heaving sobs because I thought it was an actual punishment

  given to terrible children.




  Mr. K, on the other hand, was brutal even to his own kids. On the first day of Michele’s beginner orchestra rehearsals, he ordered his daughter Melanie, who like me was in kindergarten, to

  the front of the room. “Melanie has been playing violin as long as the rest of you,” he said as she climbed up onto the podium, clutching her tiny violin in one hand. “But to

  prove she eez not just here because she eez my daughter, she weel demonstrate.”




  Melanie played a few songs from memory, Mr. K looking on in stony silence. After she was done, she quietly retreated to her seat, and he instructed the orchestra to pull out the music for

  “Reuben and Rachel.” That was one of the easier pieces; it required only about half a dozen notes, and even the worst beginners could usually handle it. But when he raised his baton,

  somebody burst out crying in the back of the room. Mr. K halted the orchestra, surveyed the group, and fixed an angry gaze on the culprit: his daughter.




  “Melanie, what eez the matter weeth you?” he roared, his voice ricocheting off the walls and making the kids in the orchestra shrink into the backs of their metal folding chairs.

  “Why aren’t you playing? I brought you here to play, so play!”




  “I can’t f-f-find it, Daddy!”




  She could read notes—but not words. Apparently, that was not a sufficient excuse for Mr. K.




  Tales of Mr. K’s tirades were passed from one generation of students to the next. He was an equal-opportunity terror. When he first began teaching in East Brunswick a decade earlier, a

  violin student named Darlene Morrow was so nervous that she broke down in tears at her first orchestra concert, right on the stage. Mr. K came striding over, a smile on his face, and bent down to

  whisper in her ear as the audience looked on. What the audience didn’t know was what he was whispering:




  “You leesen to me, seester,” he was spitting, the smile for the benefit of the spectators never leaving his face. “You shot up you crying right now. You going to put

  your bow on thees string and you going to play best concert you ever played een your life. And you going to love eet.”




  She did as she was told.




  Whenever I heard stories like that about Mr. K, I just hoped he would never be my teacher. But my dad just shook his head and smiled. “Nobody ever said life is fair,” he

  told us.




  That was one of his favorite sayings, and really, it fit almost any situation. Bad grade on a test? Neighborhood kids saying mean things about you behind your back? Picked last for volleyball?

  Whatever injustice had been visited upon us that day, “Nobody ever said life is fair” pretty much covered the waterfront, usually delivered with a genial shrug and a laugh.




  Almost all the parents we knew felt that way. They didn’t care much if Mr. K was tough and unbending: he got results. So what if he used Old Country tactics? Whatever he was doing, it

  worked. The nuns at the Catholic school still thwacked their students for misbehaving. Mr. K got way better results, and all he did was holler.




  Nor did anyone—the parents or their kids—display the slightest curiosity about his life outside the music room. They knew he was Ukrainian, but nobody thought to ask how he ended up

  in our unremarkable New Jersey suburb, or when, or why.
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  A 1961 article captures Mr. K in action.


  “Get the point?” the caption says. The students got it.




  MELANIE




  My mother comes home in a wheelchair. Neither she nor Daddy explains why. After my mom’s fall in their bedroom, I end up performing

  “Edelweiss” in the big auditorium without her. She doesn’t have the strength to accompany me. When we get home after the concert, her piano stands silent, untouched. Up until now,

  the big black grand piano had been her greatest happiness, the place where Stephanie and I would find her if we were looking for an afternoon snack or a kiss for a skinned knee. The house was

  always filled with the strains of her practicing Beethoven and Chopin or accompanying Daddy’s most advanced violin students on Mozart or Bach.




  Now, Daddy pushes her in the wheelchair to their bedroom, doing his best not to bump into the hallway walls along the way. She eats dinner there on a tray. “Mommy is tired,” our

  father says, shooing us out of the way and closing the door behind him. He doesn’t mention the wheelchair then, or the next day, or the day after that. But that night Daddy gives us our baths

  and tucks us into bed, and over the next few nights he starts taking over Mommy’s other duties as well.




  Before long, we settle into a new routine. At bath time, Daddy teaches us the names of our body parts in singsong Ukrainian: “Day ruku, day nohy” he says, and we lift our

  hands and feet to be washed. At bedtime, he reads us “Medovy Tolasik,” a Ukrainian version of “The Gingerbread Man,” and sings us Ukrainian folk songs. For breakfast he

  makes us scrambled eggs and toast—one of his specialties, another being Black Russians, a drink that is most certainly not for little children.




  When our hair needs cutting, he does it himself, chopping our bangs clear up to our hairlines in a hopeless attempt to make them straight. At dinner, after Steph and I carry our plates to the

  sink, he dashes around the kitchen, cleaning up in a frenzy so he can be ready for the private students who begin letting themselves in through the unlocked front door early every evening.




  A few days after the wheelchair makes its first appearance, my mom maneuvers herself onto the piano bench. But when she starts to play, she stumbles over the keys, and I hear her cry out. Soon

  she is hardly touching the instrument at all. My parents used to talk about how my mother was going to teach Steph piano one day, how they were just waiting until her tiny hands got a bit bigger.

  They looked forward to the day Steph and I would perform together, she accompanying me on the piano. But when Steph turns three years old—the age she is supposed to start lessons—nobody

  says a word.




  Not long afterward, I wake up screaming, torn from sleep by a nightmare: the Communists have come for Daddy. In my dream, soldiers in red uniforms invade our house. They storm up the front

  staircase, rush past the kitchen, muscle through the bedroom hallway with its Pepto-Bismol-pink-and-blue bathroom, and grab my daddy. They pull him away from me as he struggles mightily to break

  free. I reach out for him, straining to grab him, but the soldiers are too strong. I call out to him—“Daddy! Daddy!”—and realize I am still shouting for him as I wake up. I

  hear his feet hit the floor with a thump as he comes running into my room.




  “Shh! Lastivko, I’m here!” My father is at my bedside, whispering in my ear.




  Lastivko is Ukrainian for “little bird,” the first word of my favorite lullaby. When I was a toddler, the tune was so effective that I would protest, “No

  ‘Lastivko,’ Daddy! Please, no ‘Lastivko’!” because I knew I could never keep my eyes open once he started singing that soothing song.




  I’m not actually sure who or what Communists are. All I know is that they’re evil and that Daddy escaped from them when he was a boy, back in Ukraine. I once heard him tell my

  mother, over one of his end-of-the-day Black Russians, that they murdered his father and want him dead, too. What upsets me most is how scared my fearless father seems when he mentions them.




  “Always tell the truth,” he lectures Stephanie and me. “Unless the Communists come looking for me and I’m hiding under the bed. Then it’s okay to lie.”




  My night terrors will continue for years. I fall asleep easily in my bed with the pink fuzzy bedspread, but in the dead of night I jolt awake screaming—instinctively calling for Daddy, not

  Mommy. He always comes running as soon as he hears me crying out for him, always with the same comforting whispers, assuring his Lastivko that everything will be all right. The world is a bleak and

  frightening place in the dark of night, perhaps for my dad as much as for me. But no matter how exhausted my father is, he’s never mad or impatient with me then.




  During the day is a different story.




  “Okay, sis, now let’s do it again. But put more life into eet!” Daddy is yelling as I practice with him in his studio. “Use some energy, move a leetle, flex your

  fingers! Lift your bow up in the air!”




  Since my successful debut performance of “Edelweiss,” my daily dose of violin has gradually increased. Every night after dinner, I unpack Violet and head downstairs to Daddy’s

  studio. He’ll be waiting for me, on the edge of his chair, one hand clutching a conductor’s baton that he uses to poke me when my left wrist comes up or my right wrist goes down. A

  crooked bow gets an instant whack with the baton, as does a straight right pinky that should be gently curved instead. As I play, he bangs the baton on the music stand to keep the beat, like some

  kind of agitated human metronome. To night he is especially manic, pounding so hard with his baton that little slivers of wood break off and go flying through the air.




  “Okay, sis, again!” I hate when he calls me “sis”—his interpretation of American slang, which comes out sounding like Sease! when he says

  it—but I just wince and try to concentrate harder.




  “Don’t stand there dead, weeth fingers hanging like sausages on the bow!” He practically spits out the words.




  I take in a sharp breath but will myself not to cry. Daddy won’t stand for it. “Discipline yourself,” he says, when he sees me fighting back tears.




  My mother’s illness is wearing on us both. Daddy charged through the door a few hours earlier in a mad dash back from work so that he could drive the after-school babysitter home, then

  stop at McDonald’s to grab some dinner for everyone. Steph and I both hate fast food, but Daddy loves it. There is something about its sheer abundance—the row upon row of prepackaged

  hamburgers at the ready under warming lights, the fryer baskets filled to the top with French fries—that he finds irresistible.




  At least it’s better than the TV dinners we more regularly eat these days. On those nights, Steph and I sit glumly at the table, shooting each other glances as Daddy unveils our meals from

  the foil coverings. We survey the compartments, which have inevitably all spilled into one another, leaving us with peas covered in applesauce and gravy, all of it congealing in a lump as Daddy

  yells at us to eat it anyway.




  “Seet down! You haf not been excused! Eef you won’t eat them, I weel feed them to you myself.” My dad scoops up a forkful of peas and tries to shovel it into Steph’s

  mouth while she lunges for her glass of milk, missing it and sending it flying. My mother shrieks, Stephanie gags through tears, and my father jumps up, cursing, to get the paper towels. I run down

  the hallway and dive onto my bed, covering my head with my pink blanket and squeezing my eyes tightly shut, hoping it will all just go away.




  We miss Mommy’s cooking. Before she got sick, she loved to make elaborate dinners of ham studded with cloves and pineapple slices, potatoes au gratin, and fancy

  desserts. She learned from her mom, Grandma Brown, who was the sort of hostess who served cold cuts on silver platters and ketchup in china bowls. My mom comes from pretty fancy stock, Grandma

  Brown always reminds us. She grew up in a New Jersey village in a proper Protestant home, playing the church organ from the time she was big enough to reach the pedals. According to family lore,

  she can trace her roots back to both Civil War general William Tecumseh Sherman and Richard Stockton, one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence and a close friend of George

  Washington.




  My parents met while they were music graduate students at Rutgers University in New Brunswick. She was an all-American girl with piercing blue eyes, a gorgeous singing voice, and a taste for

  high heels. He was “a dashing Ukrainian man with a funny accent,” or at least that’s how she describes him. He had landed in the United States just a few years before, attending

  college in rural Kentucky, and “he had learned his English with a Kentucky twang. I thought it sounded hilarious.”




  Compact and muscular, with a hairline that was already receding, my dad was an avid hiker who stayed in shape by doing sit-ups every night. He was a romantic who wrote poetry but also a

  prankster who laughed at his own off-color jokes. His stern brow was set over eyes that sometimes seemed somber and haunted by private thoughts that she couldn’t decipher. But when he smiled

  his face was transformed. The years melted away, and he was suddenly a delighted, impish boy, with an expression that one of his students would later call “a mixture of glee and

  victory.”




  They went on dates to concerts, my mother towering over him in her heels. After he returned to a teaching job in Illinois, they courted long distance for a year. Their plaintive love letters

  flew back and forth over the thousand miles between them, until at last he found a teaching post in East Brunswick so that they could be together. “I am overjoyed about the job!” she

  wrote to him in the spring of 1958. They married a few months later, and she was hired to teach in East Brunswick, too. Their students promptly dubbed them “Lucy and Ricky,” after the

  I Love Lucy television show.




  When my mother became pregnant, they asked their classes to vote on potential names. I will be forever relieved that “Olga” didn’t win. When my little sister came along two

  years later, the orchestra named her, fittingly, Stephanie Joy. An old newspaper clipping shows a photo of my dad conducting the high school orchestra while my mother accompanies the group on

  piano, with me in a playpen between them. “All our babysitters are in the orchestra,” my mother explains in the caption.




  But the marriage has frayed since then. My mom spends too much, cooks too many side dishes, is simply too excessive in every way for my dad. He was born in 1928, right into the teeth of

  Ukraine’s Holodomor, a great famine when millions of Ukrainians starved to death. Growing up, he used to sneak into the workmen’s quarters at his grandfather’s farm at mealtime,

  bringing his own spoon to eat out of their communal pot. After he and his mother arrived in the United States as refugees, his mother’s “good” dishes were promotional giveaways

  from the local supermarket, and her glassware sported the logo of their neighborhood gas station. The ketchup bottle sitting on the table at every meal was diluted with water.




  One morning at breakfast, I reach over to my dad’s bowl of Life cereal to try to grab a few pieces, as I often do. This time, he slaps my hand away. That’s when I notice that as he

  is eating, he is picking little black pellets off his spoon and gingerly placing them on a napkin. A mouse had gotten into the cupboard, but he doesn’t want to waste perfectly good food just

  because of some droppings. My mother is horrified, but my father just shrugs: “I’ll eat around eet.”
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